INTRODUCTION	Ixv
Elizabeth's reign (1596) a rising was planned in Oxfordshire,
vhere it was rumoured that " the commons long since in
Spain did rise and kill all the gentlemen, and sithence have
ived merrily there. It was but a month's work to overrun
England ". In the next reign occurred the Midland revolt.
The insurgents called themselves ' Levellers ' ; and they
issued a manifesto in which they protested against en-
croaching tyrants who would " grind our flesh upon the
whetstone of poverty so that they may dwell by themselves
in the midst of their herds of fat wethers ". The ministers
of Charles I, made' a more determined effort to stem the
agrarian movement, to preserve the corn-fields, and keep
the villages intact. The era of 'prerogative government',
when Charles I. ruled without a Parliament, is stigmatized
by constitutional historians as the Eleven Years' Tyranny,
In these days, when the working of parliamentary institu-
tions is closely scrutinized—often with eyes none too friendly
—we are perhaps less ready to look upon them as an end in
themselves. We are more prepared to recognize that, like
other institutions, they work badly when they become a
cloak for self-seeking and the pursuit of personal ends. To
men like Strafford and Laud the English Parliament, as it
was then constituted, appeared to be a barrier to the realiza-
tion of the social commonwealth of which they dreamt. Its
members were largely drawn from the rural gentry or the
urban bourgeoisie, that is, from the very classes which were
seeking to profit by the economic opportunities of a stirring
age. It was the rural gentry who, in the words of Isaiah,
laid field to field : it was they who pulled down farmsteads
and employed a shepherd and his dog on land where hitherto
a score of families had worked and lived. It was the urban
bourgeoisie who were displacing the independent craftsmen
and creating a capitalist system with its appanage of
dependent wage-earners. From a legislature composed of
representatives of these classes, it might well seem hopeless
to expect the social reforms on which some of the contem-
porary idealists had set their hearts. It is not surprising
that the latter were out of sympathy with an assembly
which appeared in their eyes to serve as a vehicle for the

